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I'd like to begin with some thoughts about kids themselves: how they think, how they grow, and how we, as marketing professionals, can best think about them.

  One of the things that makes chil​dren hard to understand is that they really don't seem so different from us grownups.  They talk to us, use the same words, recognize the same symbols.  When we as them ques​tions, they give us answers.  The hitch is that these answers often mean something very different to them than they do to us.

· I have had children tell me they like product A more than B, and B more than C,  but when shown A with C, they told me that C was their favorite.

· I've asked children whether Mr. O had talked about food in a commercial they'd just see -- and had them answer, "No. He talked about Speaghetti-O's."

· I recall testing an episode of the Captain Kangaroo Show.  In one of the scenes, Mr. Greenjeans sat and talked while a kitten wandered around on the floor looking bewildered.  As I watched kids watching this scene, it was clear it was a dud.  Half grew restless, the others fell asleep.  But when I asked them at the end of the show whether they liked the scene with the kit​ten, virtually all of the said "Yes."

· Many of you, I am sure, have had children tell you how great some product was, only to see it die in the marketplace while some low-rated product became the hottest property of the year.

  Enough experiences like these can leave you shaken.  You start won​dering:

· Maybe the questions were worded wrong.

· Maybe picture-based questions would have been better

· Maybe the interviews were too long.

But refinement in the way you ask questions will not help you unless, at the same time, you revise your un​derstandings and expectations of children.

  Children constitute a unique mar​ket.  A lot of American business is run on the assumption that everyone (buyers and advertisers and manu​facturers) sees things in pretty much the same way.  Manufacturers make products they like, advertisers make ads they find persuasive.  And when the market consists of adults, espe​cially adults that share culture and values with the producers, the sys​tem can work pretty well.  With chil​dren it works less well.  

  Businesses have found various ways to get around the fact that chil​dren can not be understood intui​tively:

· Sell to the Trade.  The toy manufacturers, for example, sell their products and advertising to the buyers at Toy Fair, not to the kids.

· Sell to the Parents.  There are a lot of products out there being sold to parents, even though kids are the major consumers.  But the producers feel comfortable about adults. And don’t trust their skill I kid marketing.

· Shotgun Creative.  It is no acci​dent that so much kid advertis​ing, product development and marketing follows a scattershot strategy.  If you don't understand what makes kids buy things, it makes sense to produce a wide range of alternatives, try them all out, and find a way to make enough off your few winners to cover the cost of all your losers.

· Buy a license.  If you can’t fig​ure out why kids buy what they do, get an identity for your prod​uct that kids are already buying.  The direct cost is high, but the risk costs are reduced, at least in the short run.  In the long run, li​censing bandwagons end up collapsing under the weight of too many bad products.  As soon as kids confront the fact that some experiences with a license are good but others are bad, they unified identity of that license is lost, and its value o the marketer goes down the drain.

  These are not, ipso facto, bad things to do.  They are a whole lot better than running a business on the assumption that you know how kids see things when in fact you don’t.  But if you accept the chal​lenge of seeing things in new ways, of drawing distinctions you never drew before and of not drawing some distinctions you are in the habit of making, you will find that children are as intelligent, consistent, under​standable and logical, in their own way, as any group of consumers.

  In my work with children's market​ers over the last 15 years, I have run into several recurrent misconcep​tions about children.

UNHELPFUL DISTINCTIONS

  Marketers tend to draw some inap​propriate distinctions (mostly carry-overs from models of adult consumer behavior) which make it very difficult for them to see the holistic nature of children's thought.  I have found it useful to downplay the term "deci​sion" and to stress, instead, and Orientation model. 

  Children move though life following one orientation after another.  They seldom make decisions, in the clas​sic sense of the term.  Their in​volvement with the marketplace is characterized by very global, undif​ferentiated tendencies to approach things.  If a product is the focus of their orientation, they will look at it, align their bodies with it, direct their locomotion to it, make contact (bilat​eral and symmetrical, if possible) and consume it if it is consumable (and maybe if it isn’t).

  If a product is not the focus of an orientation, then it simply doesn’t exist to a child.  Thos of you who have had occasion to do rating in​ventories with kids have undoubtedly seen, as I have, how the younger ones tend to like everything on the inventory.  This is not because they try to please the questioner.  It is just because they approach whatever they notice, and they are forced to notice all the items in an interest inventory.

  Children respond globally.  They do not have a lot of sparate re​sponse systems which they some​how try to integrate.  They don’t dis​tinguish knowing from feeling from acting, or familiarity from liking from intention.  And neither should you , if you want their behavior to make sense.

  Take a look sometime at the corre​lations between familiarity and like​ability ratings over a selection of different products or characters.  You will seldom find a coefficient less than .90.  For most kids, most of the time, liking and knowing are part of the same, global response.

  Focus on entities, not attributes.  Children do not go out looking for attribute values and then settle on those products which have them.  They orient to the things they know, not their properties.  Researchers should talk to children more about objects and less about attributes.  And advertisers should keep the focus on the objects, too.

  Think in terms of you total prod​uct message.  Marketing to kids involves a process of steering them, setting up sign-posts, removing ob​stacles, getting attention, establish​ing recognition.  There may be a lot of pieces to your total product mes​sage: ads, commercials, promotions, display, packaging and the product itself.  But since children respond globally, their natural tendency is to see all of these as undifferentiated parts of the same whole.  You should try to preserve that same unity.

  The kid who experiences an ad and perceives it as SMURFS and then sees a SMURFS display and a SMURFS box and a SMURF inside is going to have a clearer and more direct path to acquiring that SMURF than a kid who sees someone on TV talking about product attributes, a display with a bunch of dolls, a box with some smiling kids on it, and a SMURF inside.

  The principle here is to work within the units that kids perceive in the marketplace, and to accommodate to the global nature of their thought and action.  Too often we map them into a world that is far too differentiated.

HELPFUL DISTINCTIONS

  I have been referring, so far, to areas where marketers tend to draw too many distinctions, and thereby miss the holistic quality of children's perceptions.  I will turn now to some distinctions I think should be drawn more often.

  One of these is the distinction of age from stage.   In what might be called the LINEAR MODEL of mental development, the youngest children are characterized as sensorimotor, school kids as concrete, adults as abstract.   Research slip into this misconception, designing so-called tests of stage theory which compare the performance of kids of different age.  Advertisers slip into it too, feeling they have to create one kind of appeal for older kids, another one for younger.  The problem is that there is no assurance that older kids will use more advanced thinking that younger ones.  We only know that they can. 

  It is more accurate, and useful, to see mental development in terms of a PARALLEL MODEL.  One of the truths about mental life is that when we develop a new way of thinking, we do not throw out the ways we learned before.  School children are "concrete" only in the sense that the kind of thinking called concrete op​erations is the most advanced type they are capable of.  It does not mean they process all their lives this way.

  A person's highest level of thought will be invoked only when conditions are just right.  I would expect ab​stract thought from teens only when they are considering high-involve​ment products in a familiar category and under low distraction conditions and when their lower (and better rehearsed) systems of thinking do not point in an unequivocal direction.  Consumers without the ability, incli​nation, background knowledge, or situation to think abstractly do not think or behave in an abstract fash​ion, and models of abstract decision-making can't possibly account for what they do.

  Although we all know, intuitively, that different commercials work in different ways, a lot of marketing and research practices fail to take this fact into account.  And the search continues for the perfect copy test which will "work" with all kinds of copy.

LEVELS OF UNDERSTANDING

  I have found it useful, though, to distinguish commercials according to the level of children's understanding to which they make their appeal.  These are:

· Definition

· Association

· Proposition

  Definition establishes the exis​tence of a product.  It asserts that something exists, that it is to be no​ticed, that it is a figure against the background of life.  Psychologically this may be the most primitive level at which advertising works.  With children it is often the most effective.  If a product is strongly defined, chil​dren will orient to it.  And if your dis​plays and packaging reinforce its unified identity, they are likely to steer right to it.

  Association links the product to other things in a child's awareness: emotions, activities, products or people.  If the stimuli associated to the product are well-liked, children are more likely to orient to the prod​uct in the future.

  Proposition states an "if .. then." If children get the product, then they will get something else they want: social status, energy, a premium or whatever.

LEVELS OF ADVERTISING

  I have seen commercials success​fully reach children each of these ways.  Definition ads use a number of different strategies for reinforcing identity:

· Show and Tell. Kids hunger to learn names.  My early research on Sesame Street  showed that those scenes where an object was shown and labeled consis​tently got close attention from young viewers.  Show ad Tell that demonstrates the action properties of an object is par​ticularly effective.

· Personification.  Children orient strongly to people and many children's products have gotten children's attention by being por​trayed as person-like characters.

· Plot Pivots.  McDonaldland characters try to steal the fries, burgers and shakes.  Barney tricks Fred to get Pebbles Ce​real.  A Martian arrives at a sub​urban door and asks for Reese's Pieces.  All these adventures, fantasies and  humorous sketches work by dramatizing the salience of the product being ad​vertised.

  Association strategies I have seen include:

· Image commercials, where the product is association with pre​sumably desirable people ad presumably desirable emotions.

· Celebrity endorsements usually work as associative advertising.

· Line extensions are a concrete form of the same kind of sell. They tell kids that this product is one which "goes with" some other product they already like.

Proposition commercials try to make logical appeals to children.  This cereal will give you energy, that clothing will make you popular, this body-building course will teach you to kick sand.  This is the kind of ad​vertising that children generally have the hardest time understanding.  And propositional appeals have very limited effect on them.  Ask any par​ent.

  As a footnote, I might point out that this is the kind of advertising to which issues of deception most logi​cally apply.  It is clearly deceitful to make false promises.  But when children can’t use propositional logic to guide what they orient to, one can ask whether that matters a whole lot.  Actually, the child most vulnerable to the false proposition is probably the 12 to 14 year old who has just learned to organize parts of life pro​positionally, and who isn’t very good at it yet.

  The only effective propositional commercials I have seen for children under the age of 12 or so are pre​mium commercials, where the promise is for something concrete and immediate.

LEVELS OF MEASUREMENT

  If you know the level of under​standing that a commercial aims at, it is easier to find out whether it has hit the mark.   In the case of a defini​tional commercial, for example: if it works, it does so by reinforcing the product's definition.  The first thing for a researcher to look at is whether kids orient to it: do they attend closely to the ad and, if so, do they attend to the parts that portray the product?

  If the product was a new one to kids, I would also want to find out if they picked up its name, and whether they were able to recognize the product or its symbols when shown in the context of its likely competition.

  In such a commercial, it would not matter how the kids rated the various characters or other associative ele​ments, not whether they could accu​rately reconstruct the narrative line.  If I had an open-ended recall ques​tion, I would use it to look at how often they mentioned the product and whether it was perceived as pivotal to the story.

  How about a commercial charac​terized as association -- for example, one showing a group of girls having a great time with each other and with Jell-O Pudding Pops?

  As a researcher I would look at al the indices of definition I mentioned before:  Do kids attend? Do they recognize the product?  Did it play a central role in their viewing experi​ence?

  But I would also measure associa​tional factors.   Did they attend to the girls?  To the various activities the girls were engaged in? Did they give good ratings to the different ele​ments? Did they like the girls?  Were their emotions positive to the com​mercial as a whole?  Were the view​ers who liked the girls likely to up​grade their response to the product on a pre/post comparison?

  In pre recall, I'd want to know if they linked the girls and the product to​gether, or did the association fail to get established?

  Finally, lets take a propositional commercial:  buy the product and get a license plate in the box.  All the instruments discussed before would be appropriate: attention, recogni​tion, recall, and likeability of the key ingredients.  But there is a need to check out some other things, too,  Do children see the link between getting the product and getting the premium?  I have seen a lot of pre​mium commercials where the break between the product and the pre​mium sections was so complete that it was hard for anyone to see there was any connection at all.  I would look toward kids' free recall here to play back the proposition.  If they didn’t play it back, I would have to judge the commercial a failure.  Even if they said they loved the ad.

  And lastly, I would measure credi​bility.  If kids don’t believe your premise, it won't matter if they un​derstand it.  Some of you may recall published research studies in the past few years that have claimed great importance for credibility indi​ices.  I would be willing to be that they dealt with advertising that was largely propositional.  I don’t see credibility telling you whether Cap​tain Crunch is doing his job.  But it probably matters a lot to Jack LaLanne.
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